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On May 1, El Salvador's new National Assembly took office. In the first sessions, a spirit of
cooperation seemed to have emerged between the two major parties, the governing Alianza
Republicana Nacionalista (ARENA) and the opposition Frente Farabundo Marti para la Liberacion
Nacional (FMLN). Nevertheless, the honeymoon is expected to erode rapidly as the FMLN
begins to test its newfound legislative strength by introducing bills aimed at either rolling back
or fundamentally altering government economic policies. Indeed, the country's labor movement
has already begun to lobby the FMLN to push for major changes in ARENA's economic program.
The March 16 legislative and municipal elections altered the country's political landscape. ARENA
lost its legislative majority, while the FMLN strongly increased its representation, converting the
legislature into a forum for debate among diverse ideological tendencies for the first time in El
Salvador's history (see EcoCentral, 04/03/97).

ARENA attempts to reconstruct its public image
So far, ARENA's loss at the polls appears to have humbled the governing party. "The election results
came as a very unpleasant surprise for the right," said ARENA party president Gloria Salguero
Gross, who was the head of the Assembly until April 30. "It's impossible for any of us to be happy
about the election outcome. We are going to initiate a complete renovation of the party."
In mid-April, ARENA carried out a purge of its Consejo Ejecutivo Nacional (COENA), with
half of the 13-member directorate forced to resign. Party leaders say they are also reorganizing
ARENA's regional structures to make the party more "democratic" and open to criticism.
Particularly noteworthy, four of the six new COENA delegates are prominent businesspeople. Their
appointments are seen as an effort to embrace private-sector proposals regarding economic policy,
since the country's business associations have been highly critical of the government's handling
of the economy, especially the lack of adequate measures to stimulate agricultural and industrial
production (see NotiCen, 06/20/96 and 10/31/96).
Lackluster economic performance is considered a central reason for ARENA's election setbacks.
The government is also extending an olive branch to opposition parties and organizations. On April
30, President Armando Calderon Sol announced the appointment of a state commission to draw up
proposals for a new "national development plan" based on consensus among diverse ideological
tendencies. The commission which includes prominent individuals from the left, center, and right
will meet with an array of national organizations during the next five months and then present
its findings to the government to incorporate into development strategies. "The need for such a
broad-based plan became evident in the aftermath of the elections," said President Calderon in
a nationally televised speech. "There is no longer any one single prevailing political force in the
Assembly."
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Legislative honeymoon not expected to last
The olive branch has extended into the legislature, where ARENA and the opposition parties
managed to negotiate a pluralistic Assembly directorate. In late April, it seemed that the opening
sessions of the new Assembly would become bogged down in partisan bickering as the central
parties scrambled for control of the legislature's leadership posts. Nevertheless, ARENA and nearly
all the opposition parties entered into closed-door negotiations on May 1 to hammer out accords
that would allow the formation of a directorate that reflects all the ideological tendencies in the
Assembly. In fact, the negotiators agreed to expand the directorate from 10 to 11 members to allow
representatives from all nine congressional parties a seat on the board.
In return, ARENA was allowed to hold onto the post of Assembly president, which went to Francisco
Flores, ARENA party whip and a legislative deputy since 1994. Nevertheless, the honeymoon period
in the Assembly is likely to be short-lived, since the FMLN is currently preparing an aggressive
agenda of legislative initiatives aimed at either reversing or substantially altering government
economic policy.
In particular, the FMLN based much of its campaign on a promise to introduce three initiatives
in the Assembly: * a bill to halt the privatization of the state telephone company Administracion
Nacional de Telecomunicaciones (ANTEL), combined with bills to limit, if not suspend, most other
privatization plans; * an initiative to lower the value-added tax (impuesto al valor agregado, IVA)
from 13% to 10%; and * a bill to pardon 100% of current debts held by small and medium-sized
farmers and agricultural cooperatives.

Assembly prepares to debate privatization & agricultural debt
In anticipation of the FMLN's effort to halt ANTEL's privatization, the Calderon administration
has already postponed the sale of that company, originally scheduled for early April. The former
ARENA-controlled Assembly approved the ANTEL sale in September 1996 over the opposition
of the FMLN and other parties, and in January it called for bids on the company (see NotiCen,
09/26/96 and 02/06/97). According to Alfredo Mena Lagos, head of the Comision Presidencial para
la Modernizacion del Estado, four foreign firms responded to the call for bids, but all have now
requested the sale's postponement until at least July to permit the political landscape to become
clearer in the aftermath of the elections. "They want to analyze the political racket created by the
elections," said Mena Lagos. "It's logical that they want to observe how the new members of the
Assembly behave, particularly the members of left parties. After all, they are not planning just a
five-cent investment in the country."
The FMLN is already preparing bills to block the ANTEL sale and to lower the IVA. Nevertheless,
the first major legislative battle will probably be fought over the FMLN's proposal to pardon
agricultural debts. The FMLN plans to submit that initiative to the Assembly immediately, since it
has broad backing among most opposition parties, including the rightist Partido de Conciliacion
Nacional (PCN), which is the third-largest party in the Assembly. In early 1996, the legislature
passed a bill, sponsored by ARENA, that pardoned 70% of the debt owed to state banks by farmers
and cooperatives that received land under the agrarian reform programs of the 1980s. But under the
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government plan, farmers would still have to pay off the remaining 30% of their debts, which total
about US$194 million (see NotiCen, 05/23/96).
The FMLN proposes to broaden the government program by pardoning 100% of the debts, which
would benefit between 130,000 and 150,000 campesinos. ARENA adamantly opposes the move,
arguing that the government would be forced to make up the lost revenue through higher taxes,
such as a three to four percentage-point increase in the IVA. The FMLN, however, insists that the
measure is essential to spur growth in the agricultural sector. "It should not be seen in terms of
its cost to the government," said FMLN deputy Oscar Ortiz, who helped prepare the FMLN bill.
"Rather, it should be seen as an investment in the economy. We hope that when we introduce the
new legislation, the government will act intelligently." Grassroots groups lobby FMLN to uphold
campaign promises
Even if the FMLN seeks compromises with ARENA on some of its initiatives, it will be hard
pressed to follow through on its campaign promises to fundamentally alter the government's
economic program. During the May 1 Labor Day march, which coincided with the new Assembly's
inauguration, thousands of workers and members of grassroots groups demonstrated in front of
the legislature to demand that the FMLN use its political influence to fight for bills that favor the
country's poor majority.
In particular, the participants some 60 labor and grassroots organizations delivered a petition that
called on the FMLN to construct an alternative economic and social program that challenges the
basic tenets of the government's neoliberal model. "This demonstration reflects our fundamental
rejection of the neoliberal program," said Adilio Mejia, one of the organizers of the march. "We
are putting forth a national platform of economic change, which we expect the FMLN to use as
its agenda in the new legislature." [Sources: Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 04/03/97,
04/10/97, 04/17/97, 04/25/97; Diario de Hoy (El Salvador), 04/08/97, 04/09/97, 04/11/97, 04/15/97,
04/16/97, 04/22/97, 04/24/97, 04/25/97; Rueter, 05/01/97, 05/02/97; Notimex, 05/02/97; Prensa
Grafica (El Salvador), 04/15/97, 04/16/97, 04/18/97, 04/20/97, 04/21/97, 04/24/97, 04/29/97, 04/30/97,
05/01-07/97]
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